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Boffix Guide to Starting a Business 
12 Steps to Success
There’s a lot to think about in the early stages of setting up a business. 

To help you get started, here’s the main things you need to focus on.  

1. From Idea To Action!
So, you want to start a business for the first time but 

you’re not sure where to start? Perhaps you’ve had 

that ‘lightbulb moment’ and can’t wait to unleash 

your inner entrepreneur! Or you just want to go it alone 

with your professional skills so you can work more  

flexibly. Either way, every successful business comes from 

a great product or service that combines skill and  

knowledge with a market demand. 

Once you’ve got your initial idea, there’s crucial questions to answer and steps 

that every new business owner should follow to give you the best chance of 

success. So regardless of whether it’s a new product invention or a professional 

service you’re hoping to launch, you’ll need to think about the following:

• Defining your goals Do you want to create something small and sustainable, doing 

something you love, that brings in a steady income? Or would you rather create 

something that you’ll eventually sell to the highest bidder?

• Checking out your competition Who are your competitors and where do you fit? 

How will you differentiate yourself?

• Defining your target audience Who are they and how will you reach them?  

What are their needs and interests and how will you address these?

• Researching your market Interviews and ‘focus groups’ with potential customers 

can give you much-needed insight. This will help you define and segment your 

audience.

• Testing your product or service It’s essential to get feedback before launch.

• Funding your start-up costs How will you fund initial start-up costs?  

This includes personal finance, loans and development finance. Bear in mind that 

there’s government-backed start-up schemes that could help finance and  

support your business. 
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2. Choose A Name And Define Your Brand
Choosing the right name can be tricky, but as a general rule – keep it simple! 

Make sure you like saying it, hearing it and looking at it! And then test it on 

others for their reaction - hopefully you can provoke some constructive  

feedback to help you make it even better.

As a starting point, what does your business do? Think of what it stands for, 

its core values and ‘personality’ – in essence, your company’s identity. What 

does it believe in and what is its purpose? These things can help establish your 

‘emotive brand positioning’ (the emotions it generates and how customers 

feel about your brand) to help you to create a marketing strategy. A brand is 

much more than just a logo, it should invite your customer on a journey.  

For inspiration, it’s worth looking at some of the most successful brands like 

Apple, Google and Nike.

In fact, a well-defined brand not only leads to loyalty and recommendations, 

it can even protect your price when competitors have to rely on promotional 

discounts to drive sales. Plus it can give you a great platform from which to 

extend your offering or range. So getting it right is really important. 

Once you’ve defined your brand, you can select your brand colours, typeface 

and tone of voice for all communications. Only then 

should you design your logo and create any taglines.

It’s always a good exercise to create your own ‘brand 

guidelines’ too. Just make sure you share these 

with all staff members and any future suppliers  

to ensure all communications are ‘on brand’.

HI MY 
NAME IS
???????
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3. Choose Your Legal Structure
The structure of your business is vital to your success as you start up and  

expand. You need to decide on a structure at the outset, before you begin 

trading, as it will define your legal requirements and there’s paperwork you 

must fill in to get started. Don’t worry though, you can change your structure 

further down the line if you want to. If you’re going into business with other 

people, you might need a shareholders' agreement or partnership  

arrangement to make sure you get a fair return for your financial  

(or non-financial) investment. 

Basically, you have five options: 

• sole trader

• limited company

• business partnership

• limited partnerships and limited liability partnerships

• unincorporated associations 

The first three business entities are the main ones and there are pros and cons 

for each. You can find out more here.

http://www.boffix.co.uk/why-using-your-home-address-as-your-business-address-might-not-be-the-right-decision
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4. Find A Location
Firstly, where will your business be based? To help 

you decide, think about whether footfall is critical 

to your business. You’ll want to keep initial set-up 

costs low, so weigh up the costs of renting space in 

serviced offices versus a private landlord and  

consider virtual office solutions (such as Boffix). 

Before you can work this out, make sure you  

understand the terms of your lease - so you don’t 

get any nasty surprises. 

• Importantly, can rent be increased? 

• Can you apply to planning for ‘change of use’ if required? 

• What are the service charges? 

You’ll need to think about business rates too. These are charged for any 

non-domestic property and can be charged (proportionately) for home  

offices. It’s also worth checking whether you could benefit from small  

business rate relief.

If you decide to run your business from home, you’ll need to tell your  

mortgage lender and the council if you intend to advertise outside, or receive 

large amounts of deliveries or customers. You’ll also need to contact your  

local planning office if you’re looking to make major home alterations to  

accommodate your office space. 

Virtual office solutions not only help to minimise start-up costs, they can give 

your business credibility with a postal address, phone answering system and 

other professional back-office support.

Whichever premises you choose, bear in mind that you are responsible for  

carrying out a Health & Safety Risk Assessment. You can find out more here  

www.hse.gov.uk/risk. 

www.gov.uk/apply-for-business-rate-relief/small-business-rate-relief
http://www.hse.gov.uk/risk/
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5. Write A Business Plan
A business plan helps to define what you think you need to launch your  

business, large or small, summarising the sense of your business in a single 

document. It also creates a ‘map’ for investors and banks to see how they  

can best help you and whether your business is actually viable.

Create an engaging executive summary

The first and most important part of a business plan is the executive summary. 

You’ll need to sum up your overall business concept, how it will be monetised 

and how much funding you’ll need. Basically, a brief history and a snapshot of 

where it’s at now, mention its legal structure (eg whether you’re setting up as 

a self-employed ‘sole trader’, or a ‘limited company’), financial forecasts and 

the people involved. Plus anything else that makes your business look like a 

winning proposition!

Write your business description

This involves describing your business and yourself more specifically, and how 

you fit into the market. If you are a corporation, limited liability company (LLC), 

or sole proprietorship, state that, and why you chose that route. Describe your 

product, its key features and why people will want it. To help you write this, 

you’ll need to answer the following questions:

• What is your product/service?

• Who are your potential customers and what are their needs?

• What price are they willing to pay for your product or service? Why would they pay 

for it over your competitors?

• Who are your competitors? Do a competitive analysis to identify key competitors. 

Find out who is doing something similar to what you’re planning and describe 

how they’ve been successful. Just as important, is to find and point out the failures 

- what made their venture fall apart and what you’d do differently.

• What are the future plans for your business and how will you get there?
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Write an operational plan

This should describe how you will produce or deliver your product or service 

and all costs.

• How will you create your product? Is it a service you are offering, or if it's more  

complex, such as software or a physical product like a toy or a toaster, how will it 

get built? Define the process, from sourcing raw materials to assembly to  

completion, packaging, warehousing and shipping. Will you need additional 

people? Will you need to involve unions? You’ll need to take all of these things into 

account.

• Define your company structure - knowing your organisational structure will help 

you plan your operating costs and fine-tune how much money you’ll need to invest 

to function effectively.

• Future-proofing - e.g. thinking about potential growth - this might mean  

expanding the size of your premises for an increase in staff or the need for more 

storage space.

Write your marketing strategy and plan

Your marketing plan should describe how you will reach your target audience.

• Explain the market research used to define and segment your target audience, e.g. 

surveys, focus groups, testing sessions and interviews with potential  

customers.

• Summarise the strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats for your  

business - commonly known as a ‘SWOT analysis’. 

• Define your marketing message by focusing on your unique selling proposition, 

simply referred to as your ‘USP’. Basically, this is the unique advantage your  

product has to solve your customers’ problem. For example, are you niche, lower 

cost, faster, or higher quality than your competitors?

• How you plan to reach your audience through different marketing tools and your 

estimated budget. Think about website build, digital marketing, events and social 

media. 

Identify costs and pricing strategy

Keeping an eye on competitors’ pricing is important and it can help you  

decide what to charge. 

• How much are your competitors selling a similar product or service for?

• Can you add value to make yours different and more enticing to justify a higher 

price? 
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But competition isn't just about the goods or services. Nowadays, it’s as much 

about your business’s social and environmental credibility. Consumers are  

becoming more ethically conscious, so good labour conditions and making 

sure you aren’t damaging the environment will count for a great deal. 

On top of that, aim to get certificates and endorsements from reputable 

organisations. Labels and stars can reassure customers that your product or 

service is more valuable than one without the certification.

Make realistic financial forecasts

Financial forecasts are a future prediction of your business finances and they 

can help you manage them so be realistic with your projections. If, like most 

entrepreneurs, you dread this part of the plan, don’t panic as there’s plenty of 

support out there to help you cut through finance jargon. For long-term  

business success though, it’s worth developing your financial brain! 

Basically, you’ll need to identify profit and cash flow, how much money you’ll 

need and how much you might make. For a firm grasp of your numbers and 

to stay on track, you should update this monthly for the first year, quarterly for 

the second year, and then annually after that.

• Make sure you cover your start-up costs. How are you going to finance your  

business initially? When you start a business, it’s important to be realistic. It’s unlikely 

you’ll make 100% of whatever you project, so you need to have enough ready in 

reserve to fund things until you’re properly up and running. 

• What price do you intend to sell your product or service for?  

How much will it cost you to produce? Work out a 

rough estimate for net profit —factoring in fixed costs 

like rent, energy and employees.

• What are your forecasts? These translate your  

marketing and operational plans into numbers.

• What is your contingency fund? This is cash you set 

aside (typically 10-20% of your budget) for  

unforeseen circumstances or losses. It could cover  

anything from medical issues to technology upgrades. 
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6. Protect Your Ideas
Intellectual property (IP) refers to ideas you create and legally own.  

Examples of IP can include inventions, literary and artistic works, designs, 

symbols, names and images.

Does your product need a trade mark? You can register your trade mark to 

protect your brand, e.g. the name of your product or service. Basically, when 

your product is registered, it means it’s protected by law, giving you the right 

to take action against anyone else using it. 

Similar rules apply to copyrights and patents. Unlike patents, which must be 

applied for, copyrights happen automatically. A solicitor can advise you about 

this. By owning your designs, you can make money from them by allowing 

other people or companies to use them. Or you could sell them to someone 

else in future.

Just bear in mind that if you’re using other people or agencies to create 

anything for your business, it’s important your contract states that you own 

the IP of anything they create (or you have the legal right to use it as you wish).

7. Register Your Business 
When registering a business, people usually choose from two main options: 

• Become a sole trader (self-employed) This is the easiest way to start a business in 

the UK. You run your business as an individual, though you can still employ staff. It 

means less tax-related form-filling and a lower tax bill than a limited company but 

the downside is you’re personally liable for your business’s debts. You can find out 

more about becoming self-employed on the HM Revenue & Customs (HMRC) website. 

If you decide to register as a sole trader, ring the HMRC Newly Self-Employed  

Helpline on 0300 200 3504. There’s no charge and you’ll be asked a few simple 

questions about yourself and your new business. Or you can register online if you 

prefer.

• Form a limited company Choosing this option, you appoint people to run the  

company (‘directors’) and register (or ‘incorporate’) it with Companies House.  

There’s pros and cons as it removes the personal liability that comes with being 

self-employed but there’s additional reporting and management responsibilities. For 

more on how to register a new company, visit the Companies House website.

www.gov.uk/government/organisations/hm-revenue-customs
www.gov.uk/government/organisations/companies-house


8. Set Up Your Accounts
Which bank account you opt for depends on the legal status of your business. If 

you’re setting up a company, you should open a company bank account. As a sole 

trader, you could use your personal account but it makes more sense to have a 

separate business bank account. This way it’s much easier to distinguish between 

business and personal income and expenditure. By all means ask your bank 

about their account charges and services but look around for the best deals too. 

You’ll then need to set up your books. By law, you must maintain accurate  

financial records (‘bookkeeping’) and you must retain yearly records for six years. 

This is one area you’ll probably really benefit from professional help and advice - 

an accountant, experienced in setting up businesses, can also do ‘hand-holding’  

if you need it.

Notify HM Revenue & Customs

When you do this varies depending on the legal status of your business. If you 

start your business as a limited company, you must notify HMRC within three 

months of starting to trade. Otherwise you must inform HMRC by 5th October 

following the year of assessment. (For example: If you start a new business on 1st 

July 2015 you must inform them by 5th October 2016). Just make sure you notify 

HMRC as early as possible as you’ll need to obtain a UTR (Unique Taxpayer  

Reference) and may need to pay VAT or Class 2 National Insurance contributions 

(NIC) at an earlier date.

Do I need to register for VAT?

If your business is likely to turnover more than £83,000* a year, you must become 

VAT-registered, which takes about 14 days. Registration is also compulsory if you 

receive goods in the UK from the EU worth more than £83,000. 

Correctly accounting for VAT is essential for any business you can expect a visit 

from HMRC within 18 months of registering. This inspection of your records is 

basically to make sure VAT is being properly accounted for.

It’s worth getting advice about which VAT schemes will benefit you most  

(e.g. the flat rate scheme or the annual accounting scheme) and this varies  

depending your trade. Also find out about expenses you can deduct from your 

business income to minimise your tax liability. And don’t forget to retain  

all receipts and invoices as proof of purchase. 11
* VAT rate on 12/10/16.



9. Understand Your Legal Requirements
It’s important you have at least a basic understanding of the law and how it 

affects your business. Make sure you familiarise yourself with the Trade  

Descriptions Act and Sale of Goods Act, which protect consumers.

Insurance 

Whether you like it or not, you’ll need to think of insurance as a necessary cost 

for your business. Employers’ liability insurance is the only business insurance 

cover specifically required by law. (It covers the cost of compensating  

employees who are injured at or become ill through work). But there’s others 

which you should take out for your own protection. 

You may need to factor in motor insurance, insurance demanded by any 

contracts you may have, as well as insurance for certain types of engineering 

equipment. 

Some business insurance is optional, including:

• commercial property insurance which covers the cost of repairing or rebuilding 

your business premises, or replacing your stock or equipment

• other types of liability insurance (excluding employers’ liability) which cover the 

cost of compensation claims following fault or negligence brought against you 

or your business by clients, customers, shareholders, investors, or members of the 

public. These include: 

– public liability 

– product liability 

– professional indemnity 

– directors’ and officers’ liability

Licenses 

Remember, too, that licenses are required for certain activities, e.g. public 

events, food operations and alcohol.
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10. Register Your Staff On PAYE   
One of the first big hurdles for small business owners is employing staff for the 

first time. Those employees who are earning above the lower threshold will 

need to be registered on pay as you earn (PAYE), which HMRC uses to deduct 

national insurance and tax. Even if you are the only employee, you’ll still need 

to register with PAYE. The good news, if you employ less than 10 people, is that 

HMRC has helpfully released free PAYE software that  

performs most payroll tasks.

Remember that you’ll need to register with HMRC as an employer before the 

first pay day - so you can actually pay your employees! Just be prepared, as this 

process can take up to two weeks.

Contracts

The tax and employment responsibilities you have for your staff depends on 

the type of contract you give them and their ‘employment status’. (See gov.uk 

for more details). Contract types include:

•  Full-time and part-time 

•  Fixed-term 

•  Agency

•  Freelancers, consultants, contractors

•  Zero hours 

•  There are also special rules for employing family members, young people and 

volunteers.

11. Assess Your IT Requirements 
IT is an essential part of starting almost any company but don’t feel too daunted 

as there are options for making things simpler. One easy way to keep costs 

down and staff flexibility up is to embrace the growing ‘bring your own device’ 

(BYOD) model, encouraging staff to work on their own laptops or tablets.  

Documents can be shared through cloud systems such as Google Drive,  

Dropbox or a SharePoint team site. The key here is assessing the IT  

requirements of your business: 

• Are you more likely to need desktop computers and an in-office server,  

or laptops and a cloud server?
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http://www.gov.uk/guidance/rates-and-thresholds-for-employers-2016-to-2017
http://gov.uk


12. Pre-launch marketing
Once you have a product or service you’re ready to take to market, it’s a good 

idea to organise a ‘soft launch’. In a nutshell, this is a cost-effective way of 

checking whether your product needs any tweaks and ensuring your website 

and other marketing channels are all functioning smoothly. It can also create 

a buzz around your product prior to launch. To keep it low-cost, look to social 

media and other potential areas of free local or relevant industry publicity, e.g. 

magazines, forums and community and industry events.

Do you need any help?

Boffix are experts in providing virtual office solutions and support for  

start-ups and small businesses. We understand that getting your business  

off the ground can feel overwhelming. In fact, many of us at Boffix have  

experience of setting up on our own, as well as advising businesses from  

a whole range of industries. 

Essentially, we offer a hassle-free way to get your business up-and-running 

quickly. For just £15, our dedicated ‘Get Started’ package takes care of crucial 

business set-up requirements, including Companies’ House  

registration, so you don’t need to worry. 

And with a whole range of other services - from IT and marketing to 

book-keeping, VAT and accounts - our experts at Boffix can help with all 

aspects of starting and running your own business. We’ll give you as much 

support as you need to help your business succeed. 

So, to get your new business off to a good start and to find out more, go to 

boffix.com. Or call us today on 01840 700700 to chat with a friendly team 

member.  
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http://www.boffix.co.uk/starting-a-business/
http://www.boffix.com

